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ABSTRACT 



The thematic network "Early Literacy in Context" is funded 
by the European Commission to connect four research projects exploring 
innovative practice in literacy teaching in the United Kingdom, Spain, Italy, 
and Greece. This paper, written by two of the network's four members, 
explores the different notions of autonomy in early literacy learning which 
animate the four different projects. The paper observes that autonomy is not 
a simple matter where literacy is concerned; differences exist between 
autonomy of outcome (orthographic autonomy and autonomy of meaning-making) 
and autonomy in the learning process (autonomy of participation, cognitive 
autonomy, autonomy of interpretation, autonomy of composition, and autonomy 
of judgment) . Exercise of autonomy at one level may inhibit its development 
at another. For example, children who are accorded a large measure of 
autonomy of participation, that is, control over the initiation of 
activities, may not choose those activities that allow them cognitive 
autonomy. Consequently, their development of orthographic autonomy may be 
significantly delayed. The paper concludes by posing a series of questions 
suggested by comparison of evidence from different countries, challenging a 
number of axiomatic beliefs about innovative literacy teaching and learning. 
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Abstract 

The authors of this paper are two of the four members of a Thematic Network, Early Literacy 
in Context, funded by DG XII of the European Commission as part of its programme for 
Targeted Socio Economic Research. The network serves to connect four research projects 
exploring innovative practice in literacy teaching in the UK, Spain, Italy and Greece. The 
paper explores the different notions of autonomy in early literacy learning which animate 
the four different projects. The writers observe that autonomy is not a simple matter where 
literacy is concerned: xercise of autonomy at one level may inhibit its development at 
another. It concludes by posing a series of questions suggested by the comparison of 
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Summary 

The authors of this paper are two of the four members of a Thematic Network, Early Literacy 
in Context, funded by DG XII of the European Commission as part of its programme for 
Targeted Socio Economic Research. The network serves to connect four research projects 
exploring innovative practice in literacy teaching in the UK, Spain, Italy and Greece. The 
paper explores the different notions of autonomy in early literacy learning which animate 
the four different projects. 

Definition of problem 

Although degrees of concern vary, all countries of Europe seem to be experiencing anxieties 
about how we initiate young children into literacy, as school populations become more 
culturally diverse, and as the literacy demands of later learning and the world outside school 
become more complex day by day. The four researchers who already knew each other 
through their involvement in IEDPE (l'lnstitut Europeen pour le Developpement des 
Potentialites de tous les Enfants), share a number of important concerns, in particular a 
concern for children in danger of being marginalised. All the projects involve schools which 
serve communities with many members in danger of marginalisation. Yet the national and 
regional contexts are very different. Recognising that literacy teaching and learning are not 
neutral enterprises but cultural activities heavily influenced by their social context, the 
network exists to explore the component projects from a 'European' perspective, to see 
whether there are significant commonalities under the rather different practices which the 
various projects have developed. During this process of exploration the concept of 
autonomy in early literacy learning has been much discussed. 

Theoretical framework 

The network is founded on the idea that the four participants share certain key conceptions 
about early literacy learning: 



• Very young children (from four years or earlier), even those at the margins of their 
societies, are interested in written language and its use, and capable of developing 
powerful ideas about it (Ferreiro and Teberosky 1979). 



• Learning to read is centrally concerned with the construction of meaning, through the 
processing of language . The learner's engagement with the subject matter of the text 
and her knowledge of language patterns play an instrumental role not only in the 
building of overall meaning, but also, as shown by miscue analysis, in the 
identification of individual words (Goodman 1968). 
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It is not only novice learners who draw- on many sources of information to identify 
words. The act of skilled reading involves "simultaneous, multi-level, interactive 
processing" (Rumelhart 1977). That is to say that reading involves the generation of 
expectations about the text in general and particular sections, sentences and phrases, 
and at the same time the recognition of letter shapes, letter strings and common 
words. Data at one level are used to generate hypotheses at other levels. So to learn 
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effectively, children need to attend to what a text is saying and what its function is, as 
well as to the letters on the page and their relation to speech sounds. 

• Following Vygotsky (1978), learning is seen as an essentially social and collaborative 
process, in which, aided by proficient practitioners and by their own peers, learners 
engage in tasks which would be beyond their individual independent capacity. 
Participation in this collaborative activity develops the capacity to perform such tasks 
independently. 

As we discuss below, in their various ways these conceptions all imply valuing the learner's 
autonomy . 

The network's operation and questions raised 

The network has operated through meetings in the countries concerned - in Italy, UK, Spain 
and Greece. As well as visits to project classrooms in Modena, Brighton , Castile, and 
Thebes, these meetings have included close interrogation of video material. Although we 
have recognised much in each other's practices, rather than highlighting significant 
commonalities, the visits and discussions have thrown up questions and issues that 
underline the complex cultural dependence of literacy learning. While all we network 
participants and the teachers with whom we are working share an explicit concern to respect 
and develop children's autonomy as literacy learners, conceptions of what this means in 
practice appear to differ markedly. The question which initially preoccupied us - What does 
autonomy mean in early literacy learning?- has been transformed by the various exchanges 
into the question: What different kinds of autonomy are in evidence in the rather different 
contexts of early literacy learning as those in the four West European sites involved in this 
project? This paper explores the question. 

Vignettes 

But first, in order to situate the problem, we would like to present glimpses of three 
contrasting classrooms, visited by the network members in the three meetings that have 
already taken place. 

Brighton: In a Reception 1 classroom of an Infant School on a depressed housing estate in 
South-East England, the teacher, Linda, sits beside an easel which holds a book, large enough 
for all the 24 children clustered in front of her to have a clear view of both the pictures and 
the text. This 'big book' reading is a daily activity in which all the children in this class are 
expected to be involved. As usual, Linda has chosen today’s story, although one of the 
children chose the verses which they have just read, as a warm up activity. Now Linda is 
conducting a shared reading of the story. So here they are, in an activity chosen, organised 
and controlled by the teacher. The classroom has a richly stocked book corner and captions 
accompany the striking wall displays, but otherwise seems relatively bare of print, 
reinforcing the idea that the teacher is in control of encounters with written language. Does 
autonomy have any role to play here? 

Modena: In a Scuola Materna 2 (nursery school) in the Northern Italian town of Modena, a 
teacher, Paula calls six of the five year olds in from playing outside. She invites them to sit 
with her round a table, asking them to dictate to her the rules of a game (a card game called 



1 Reception is the first year of compulsory schooling in England. These children all started Reception class in 
the September of the academic year in which they would become five years old. 

O 2 In Northern Italy nearly all children attend the municipally -organised scuola materna from three to six years 
old, when they start their formal education at the nationally organised primary schools. 
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